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Foreword by Jon Stewart



It was the summer of 1998 and I was riding a wave of dizzying show business success. I was a thirty-five-year-old New York City standup comic with a canceled talk show, an unproduced screenplay, a book of unpublished essays, and two upcoming roles in Independent Films critics would almost unanimously hail as “speaking parts.” Life was good. People didn’t randomly shout “on weed” at just any old jackass on the street. No. They shouted it at me. The “Enhancement Smoker” from Half-Baked. Did I have any “starring” roles lined up? Any so-called mainstream “successes”? or creative “focus”? or “ideas”? Maybe not. But between the time I hosted a show on MTV to the time Josh Hartnett jammed a pen in my eye in The Faculty, I bet there wasn’t a Denny’s in the entire country I couldn’t walk into at three in the morning and not have someone want to get high with me.


So when my old MTV bosses, Doug Herzog and Eileen Katz, and my old talk show EP [executive producer], Madeleine Smithberg, called to talk about the soon-to-be-vacated hosting job at Comedy Central’s The Daily Show, I was relatively cool on the idea. I actually was. My last foray in the real world of television hosting (fake hosting with Larry Sanders not withstanding) had ended with my face on a dartboard in the New York Post with the headline STEWART JOINS LATE NIGHT LOSERS. That’ll leave a mark. So present lack of success didn’t quite mitigate fear of future failure. My girlfriend at the time, and now wife, Tracey, felt differently. She knew I’d been a bit rudderless and creatively unmoored, and she thought this could be a chance to reengage a mind that, when unfocused, generally turned and kicked the living shit out of its owner. Tracey’s good like that. She knows things that I don’t yet know but will, and she waits patiently for me to know them, too, all while not displaying the I-know-things-you-don’t-know-yet-but-will face.


It was a big decision. The kind you can only make while down the Jersey Shore over pie. So sitting at the big Horseshoe counter at Holiday Snack Bar, Long Beach Island, Tracey and I made a list of the Pros and Cons.


Pro: It’s a job. For cash money.


Con: Got to get up early and wear a tie.


Pro: Only have to wear a tie for like twenty minutes a day.


Con: Wasn’t sure the show was my sensibility.


Pro: Maybe it could be.


Con: If I screw this one up, the president of Show Business might kick me out, this time for good.


Pro: (from Tracey) It seemed like an incredible chance to make a funny, smart show about things I really cared about.


Con: The rightness of her position meant I couldn’t have any more pie.


After the decision, the next sixteen and a half years are a bit of a blur. I know we enjoyed some incredible highs, endured some terrible tragedies, saw friends and colleagues come and go… I may have called the president “Dude” at one point and gotten a gospel choir to sing “Go fuck yourself” as a joyous refrain…


I don’t miss the grind. I miss my friends. We may not have hit the mark with each bit, definitely left some laughs on the table, but damn, I’m proud of that place. We never forgot what a privilege it was to have a platform. I believe we treated the opportunity with the respect it deserved and we worked our asses off to get better at doing the show. And damn! The talent that I got to work with day in and out! And somewhere along the line the process of making that show became the mechanism by which I worked through my own emotions about the world. That’s hard to replace. That morning meeting when we plotted the day. Writers, producers, correspondents… PAs and interns. Always interesting, often illuminating, sometimes challenging, occasionally heated, and once or twice ferocious. It was a process that forced us… me… to evolve. To grow and learn. To disappoint myself, only to have an opportunity for redemption the very next night. Not just on the show but in the hallways and offices. The people there made me be better. And every night we got to present the meal we’d made. There really was nothing like waking up in the middle of the night, feeling anxious and angry and hurt. Feeling like the institutions of our great nation were no longer functioning, that the entire political/media landscape was an incestuous circle jerk of inoperable self-interest, ignoring even the simplest of solutions for a status quo that cannot and should not hold… and coming in to work the next day to have that complex goulash of sadness and fear drained by having Justin [Chabot] build a giant wheel of dildos for that night’s program.


This show was and will always be the honor of my professional life. I could never wrap my head around putting it or my experience there in any coherent context. Favorite memories? Moments? What were we trying to do? Did we help? hurt? It was too big a meal for me to even try to digest. I’m really grateful to Chris for taking on the challenge. In casting as wide a net as he could to bring as many voices as would speak to the task. I look forward to reading this book and finally finding out what it was really like to work at The Daily Show… just don’t tell me how it ends… I get canceled, don’t I…?


Dammit.



















My wildest dream for The Daily Show when I started was, “This will be fun. Hopefully we’ll do it well.” Success for me would’ve been feeling like I figured it out. That I got to express the things I wanted to. It was never “I want this to be a cultural touchstone… but only for a very small portion of America.” And I was hoping to stay on TV longer than nine months this time.


—Jon Stewart

















Introduction to the Beginning



The daily show.


That’s what was scribbled on the Comedy Central schedule grid, in the 11 p.m. slot, for months, as a placeholder, in 1995. What exactly would happen in that half hour of programming? No one really knew. Except that it would happen… daily.


Comedy Central itself was still a sketchy proposition at the time. In 1989, Time Warner, owner of HBO, had launched the Comedy Channel, the first cable channel devoted solely to comedy-based programming. Five months later Viacom, owner of MTV, had launched a competitor, Ha! The Comedy Channel featured a mix of quirky original shows and clips from standup comics; its signature creation was Mystery Science Theater 3000. Ha! countered with some low-budget original shows plus a wealth of reruns, including full episodes from Saturday Night Live’s middle years.


The Gulf War, beginning in August 1990, was a breakthrough for cable news, with CNN showing there was a large audience for round-the-clock coverage, even though the big three networks still dominated the nightly ratings. Further up the dial, Ha! and the Comedy Channel merged, reemerging as Comedy Central in April 1991. And in a bar in Manhattan, a comedian on a blind date had an insight that would eventually help connect those wildly disparate developments.


“I was at a sports bar, and all the TVs were turned to the war instead of sports,” Lizz Winstead says. “CNN had replaced their fancy reporters with young people, and they were on roofs, and there was green, and there was a theme song and all this shit. And I just thought, ‘Are they reporting on the war, or trying to sell me a war?’ Then the guy I was with said, ‘This is really cool,’ and I was like, ‘Oh my God, I might be on to something.’”


The blind date didn’t lead anywhere, but Winstead’s brainstorm eventually did. In 1995, Bill Maher announced that he and Politically Incorrect would be jumping from Comedy Central to ABC after the following year’s elections. To replace PI at 11 p.m., Doug Herzog, Comedy Central’s new president, wanted a topical show that would brand the network and appeal to young male viewers. The model he kept in mind was ESPN’s SportsCenter.


To develop the show, Herzog recruited Madeleine Smithberg, who had been a producer at Late Night with David Letterman. The thirty-six-year-old New Yorker had also been in charge of a quirky talk show that ran on MTV in 1993 before being syndicated by Paramount, which then used it, for one season, as a replacement for the canceled Arsenio Hall Show.


Smithberg hired, as the head writer for the new Comedy Central show, a comedian who lived upstairs in her Chelsea apartment building—Lizz Winstead. Smithberg had hired Winstead to work on the old MTV show, and the pair had been talking to Comedy Central about a new idea, a satire of a failing cable network. Herzog steered Smithberg toward the nameless late-night show instead. She and Winstead, a thirty-four-year-old Minnesota native, worked through ideas for nearly a year, settling on a news parody format. “Madeleine was the brains and the structure,” Winstead says. “She really knew how to run a show. And I was the person who knew a lot about politics and a lot about humor. I thought we should make the show itself a character. And we needed to differentiate ourselves from ‘Weekend Update.’ So we would operate like a newsroom, but be a comedy show.”


Herzog’s first choice to host the fledgling show was Craig Kilborn, who had built a following as a smart-ass talking head on SportsCenter. “He was sort of doing his bad version of Dennis Miller, who was a hot guy at the time,” Herzog says. “Craig met with me, and Lizz, and Madeleine, and Eileen Katz [Comedy Central’s head of programming at the time]. And I thought in the first five minutes that they were going to strangle him. The first thing Craig said was, ‘Some of you guys worked at MTV?’ And Eileen and I had come from there originally. ‘Yes, why?’


“Craig goes, ‘You know Downtown Julie Brown?’ We go, ‘Yeah, sure.’ He goes, ‘Because I love brown sugar.’


“That’s how the meeting started. Craig actually managed to bring it all the way around, and by the time the meeting was over they were like, ‘That’s our guy.’” (Kilborn declined to be interviewed for this book.)


Writers were hired—J. R. Havlan, Tom Johnson, Ray James, Kent Jones, and Guy Nicolucci—as were the first batch of “correspondents”: A. Whitney Brown, Beth Littleford, and Brian Unger, plus Winstead. Lewis Black, a dyspeptic standup, came on as an Andy Rooney–type commentator who would deliver rants pegged to wacky news video clips. But as the program’s debut date closed in, no one could come up with a suitable name. Until one day Smithberg called Herzog: “Why don’t we just call it The Daily Show?”


It premiered on July 22, 1996, at 11:30 p.m. The format loosely tracked that of a conventional newscast: five or so opening minutes called “Headlines,” read by Kilborn from the anchor desk, followed by “Other News,” then usually a pretaped “field piece” with one of the correspondents, and finishing up with Kilborn interviewing an actor or a musician promoting their new movie or TV show or album.


Some segments played off the hard news of the day, like the presidential contest between Bob Dole and Bill Clinton. “There was more of a pop-culture-and-lifestyle component only because what we were satirizing—particularly local news—was doing a lot of that stuff,” Winstead says. “We would make fun of the conventions of news. Like when TV reporters talk, how do you create drama in a story that doesn’t exist? Brian Unger, who had been a producer at CBS News, invented what it means to be a Daily Show correspondent.”


Yet the tone of Kilborn’s Daily Show could be mean-spirited. A headline called “Operation Desert Shield Me from Impeachment” included a joke that investigators were having trouble analyzing the stain on Monica Lewinsky’s dress because it was mixed with “liver-flavored Alpo.” Field pieces often centered on true believers in UFOs and aliens.


The day-to-day creative process of the first few years of The Daily Show centered on Smithberg, Winstead, and the writing staff, which now included Paul Mecurio, Jim Earl, and Steve Rosenfield. “My first day on the job,” Winstead says, “I have to pull the writers into my office and say, ‘Guys, you can’t have your mushroom dealer come up to the office.’” Kilborn came up with the signature “Five Questions” conceit for guest interviews, but otherwise largely read from the script.


In November 1996, after Bill Maher’s exit, Comedy Central’s executives moved The Daily Show to 11 p.m. in part to counterprogram the late local news—and in part because they knew their low-budget operation had no real hope of competing with the late-night mainstream comedy powerhouses. The war between David Letterman and Jay Leno to succeed Johnny Carson at the helm of The Tonight Show had been national front-page news in 1992 and 1993, and Comedy Central was available in fewer than half of American households. Leno took over the flagship NBC show, but Letterman’s new Late Show on CBS was scoring high ratings, too. Each attracted around six million viewers per night. Kilborn’s Daily Show would peak at a nightly average of 357,000.


Yet Kilborn’s audience was growing and the show was generating critical buzz, helped by the addition of correspondents Mo Rocca and Stephen Colbert. Perhaps more important than the chatter was the fact that the Daily Show audience was indeed reaching the younger male viewers Herzog had targeted in the first place. The combination caught Letterman’s eye, and in 1998 CBS offered Kilborn its 12:30 a.m. Late Late Show slot.


“He starts to get a little heat, we’re starting to get a little attention with The Daily Show,” Herzog says, “and then the next thing you know Kilborn goes and signs with CBS without even telling us.”


Panic, followed by auditions: David Alan Grier, Michael McKean, Greg Proops, Bill Weir, and Mike Rowe came to the Daily Show studio and sat in the host’s chair. Littleford and Colbert got tryouts, too. But Herzog and other Comedy Central executives wondered about a guy who had hosted the short-lived MTV talk show produced by Smithberg, a black-leather-jacket-wearing standup comic. He had lost out to Conan O’Brien as Letterman’s NBC replacement; he had written a book of satirical essays; he had played Eve Harrington to Garry Shandling’s Margo Channing on The Larry Sanders Show; and lately he’d had some supporting roles in Hollywood romcoms. Herzog didn’t think the highly regarded, slightly adrift comedian would be interested in the Daily Show job. But hey, what did he have to lose in buying lunch for Jon Stewart?
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This Just In


JON STEWART, The Daily Show host, 1999–2015



At the time, I was obviously making my mark in such films as Wishful Thinking and Dancing with Architecture, or Dancing About… Oh, no. They ended up calling it something else. Playing by Heart, I think it was.


JAMES DIXON, manager for Jon Stewart, 1987–



After The Jon Stewart Show was canceled by Paramount, he was… not burnt on being on TV, but he wanted to kind of wet his feet with film. We had this nice deal with Harvey Weinstein, and Jon was down in Tribeca and he’s getting to kiss Angelina Jolie in films.


JON STEWART


Getting fired from Paramount was the real turning point for me. Because I thought that after appearing on Letterman, now I’m a made man. And the Paramount thing, I thought losing it meant I was an unmade man. I realized you still have to make your act better. The goal is to produce, the goal is to make things.


So I spent some time writing and performing on The Larry Sanders Show, and I learned a lot from Garry Shandling.


JUDD APATOW, standup comic, writer, director



Garry had the foresight to write about the talk show wars and this very subtle aspect of it, which is, you support a young comedian and slowly the network likes him more than it likes you, and then that younger guy, in ways that he understands and might not understand, slowly pushes you out of your job. Similar to what really happened with [Jay] Leno and Conan [O’Brien] and [Jimmy] Fallon. So there was a moment when Garry was considering continuing The Larry Sanders Show, and changing the name of it to The John Stewart Show, with an H so it wouldn’t really be Jon. Everyone was excited about it for a while, but it went away.


JON STEWART


Probably my favorite Garry memory is his life being so bizarre to me. It was going to Warren Beatty’s house with Garry and having dinner with Warren and Sean Penn in this beautiful mansion on Mulholland or wherever it was, and then heading down to the Chateau Marmont. And at this time, Warren Beatty’s got to be fifty, sixty years old and Garry’s not a spring chicken, and we’re in the Chateau Marmont surrounded by fans, if you know what I mean.


I knew I didn’t want to live in LA. Because everything is inflected with show business, and I found that to be suffocating. Even your Saturday basketball game over at Garry’s house. It was a red carpet of people that you couldn’t help but think, “Oh, wow. Look at me, I just got my shot blocked by that guy from The Avengers,” or whatever it was. You always felt a little bit like you were on an audition, and I never liked that feeling.


JAMES DIXON


Worst-case scenario, he could always be a writer-producer on his own or on someone else’s show. We didn’t say, “Let’s host a news parody show.” Jon was always smart about the long play.


JON STEWART


The Daily Show wasn’t necessarily on the radar. I think they called and said, “Hey man, would you be interested in talking about this?”—something along those lines, something as romantic as that.


JAMES DIXON


I definitely advocated for him to do it. I just said to him, “You can put this through your prism. You can make it smarter and different than what it’s been.” Now, I definitely didn’t see the show becoming the political lightning rod that it evolved into.



J. R. HAVLAN, writer, 1996–2014; member, original Daily Show staff



I knew of him as a sort of leather-jacket-wearing, hipster young dude who was different from the personality that we had been working with, let alone created, for The Daily Show, for Craig, the newsman thing.


KENT JONES, writer, 1996–2001; member, original Daily Show staff



Oh, it was really positive, my reaction to Jon being hired. He was a name, and he had a good reputation. Hiring Jon is Comedy Central saying this is an important show to them.


LEWIS BLACK, contributor, 1996–



From the time I met Jon in the clubs, I liked him, he was funny. There was no bullshit to him. Hiring him for The Daily Show made sense. The only thing I found disturbing was that they auditioned everybody, and they didn’t audition me. And you just do that out of etiquette. You don’t have to hire me. I don’t care. You don’t have to put film in the camera. You just pretend that you’re allowing me to do this.


DOUG HERZOG, executive, MTV, 1984–1995; president, Comedy Central, 1995–1998; executive, Viacom, 2004–



In the summer of ’98 when we announced that Jon was going to take over The Daily Show, we had a little press conference in the lobby of the old Comedy Central offices. And Stephen Colbert showed up, as a member of the press representing The Daily Show, wanting to know why he didn’t get the job.


STEPHEN COLBERT, correspondent, 1997–2005



“You told me he wasn’t funny.” That’s what Jon said to Doug Herzog.


The Daily Show offices and studio were in a still-rugged pocket of Hell’s Kitchen, at 513 West Fifty-Fourth Street, between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues. The Daily Show’s neighbors were abandoned warehouses, but the building itself was a cozy, three-story, redbrick townhouse. The production offices were upstairs, with the one-hundred-seat studio on the ground floor.


JEN FLANZ, from production assistant to executive producer, 1998–



The area was rough in those days. I think Adriane Truex got carjacked outside the Fifty-Fourth Street studio.


Jon’s first day, he walked around and introduced himself. He was wearing a black leather jacket. I remember hearing rumors before he started: “He doesn’t want to wear a suit.” Our wardrobe girl at the time was upset. Jon did wear suits on the show. It was fine. But it was a big thing at the time.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG, The Daily Show cocreator; executive producer, 1996–2002



Because of the point of view that had been created by Craig Kilborn sitting in the chair, the writers’ role had inflated. Yeah, they were spoiled rotten, because almost every show in late night is talent driven. They got too big for their britches.


STEW BAILEY, from field producer to co–executive producer, 1996–2005; member, original Daily Show staff



Madeleine had hired me as a segment producer on Jon’s MTV pilot and then on the series, and then also on The Daily Show when she started with Kilborn. Jon came into Daily Show writing meetings originally and would listen. I think that he really wanted to make sure that he understood what the process was as opposed to coming in and immediately dictating terms.


JON STEWART


A couple of months before I officially started as host there was a meeting with the writers and producers. Let’s call that “Jonny’s surprise party.” I knew that the people working on the Kilborn show were rightfully proud of it. It had done well. It was not the sensibility that I thought was right for me, and so when they approached me for the show, I was pretty clear about the direction I thought I wanted to take it. Seemed like everybody was on board with that, and so this was my first chance to meet with all the people who, I had been told, were so excited about that. So excited. They’re so happy you’re here.


And I walked in, and it was a room full of people who, as it turned out, were annoyed that I had an idea about where I wanted to go, who thought that I was going to MTV it up. I was told, “This isn’t about bands. We do a real show here.” I just sat there like, “Oh, fuck.” It felt a little bit like, “Wow, none of this was in the brochure. The brochure said that this was oceanfront property.”



JAMES DIXON


I had to talk Jon down. Not from a tree—from a skyscraper. Because they basically said to him, “Welcome aboard. This is how we do shit here. Grab a chair.” It was bullshit. And Jon had to systematically mold the show piece by piece, person by person.


MATT LABOV, publicist for Jon Stewart, 1994–2008



The stakes for Jon were fairly high at that point, because he’s not a superyoung guy anymore, and he’s had shots, and people easily disappear and go into the woodwork. He didn’t get the Conan job on NBC, he didn’t get the 12:30 job after Letterman. If this doesn’t work on fucking cable, then where would Jon have ended up?


PAUL RUDD, actor



Technically I was Jon’s first Daily Show guest interview. I went to the University of Kansas, and my roommate, Stewart Bailey, became a segment producer who was with the show from the very beginning. I’d been on Kilborn’s Daily Show. When Jon replaced Craig, they wanted to do a test show so Jon could get used to the format. I was wearing my girlfriend’s Jon Stewart Show MTV T-shirt.


Stewart made his debut on Monday, January 11, 1999. His first joke was that Kilborn was “on assignment in Kuala Lumpur.” His first headline, “The Final Blow,” was about the Senate impeachment trial of President Bill Clinton. His first guest was Michael J. Fox, then starring in ABC’s City Hall sitcom Spin City. But Stewart looked, for the first months, very much the guest himself. Other than a new couch and desktop—and blue script pages for Stewart to scribble on portentously, replacing Kilborn’s white paper—the set design was unchanged. The theme song, Bob Mould’s “Dog on Fire,” was the same. And Stewart’s suits were so ill-fitting that they looked inherited from his much-taller predecessor.


J. R. HAVLAN


You watch his first shows, where he’s wearing David Byrne’s suit, you can see that it’s the exact same format. He didn’t want to change anything, at least at the beginning.


The first joke I wrote that Jon did on the air was on his first day. Popeye and Olive Oyl were getting married. We showed a picture of them, and you see Popeye, with his huge forearms. The joke is, “As for the wedding night, Olive Oyl had only one request: no fisting.” The crowd loved it. But when I go back and I look at the tape, I can almost see Jon falling to pieces inside his own head, like, “Maybe I should change things up here sooner than I was planning.”


Recurring segments from the Kilborn days—like “Ad Nauseam,” about dumb commercials—continued to appear regularly during Stewart’s first year. And there were wince-inducing bits, including one with Stewart singing, “Homeless, homeless, man,” to the tune of “Macho Man,” in a piece about the destitute former lead singer of the Village People. There was also a headline taking crude potshots at flimsy Florida targets.




Jon Stewart: [at anchor desk] In what must have seemed like a good idea at the time, the Florida Department of State decided to celebrate the coming millennium with “Great Floridians 2000.” The program stalled, however, when they only received two hundred nominees, including five governors, three athletes, and 156 misspellings of the name “Jimmy Buffett.” The list then dwindles to ten bearded ladies, the inventor of the funnel cake, and a blind guy who can fart the theme to M*A*S*H.





Stewart did not arrive with a precise blueprint for where he wanted to take The Daily Show. But he did have a clear idea of the sensibility he wanted to instill. One of Stewart’s comedy heroes was George Carlin, who wove social criticism into his jokes and riffs about dirty words, organized religion, and hypocritical politicians. Stewart wanted to give his Daily Show a similarly substantive foundation—and, crucially, he wanted it to “punch up.” He started shifting The Daily Show’s sights to target powerful people and institutions, and he began changing the tone of the show from randomly coarse to deliberately barbed. Not that he was opposed to making a good dick joke now and then.


ADAM CHODIKOFF, from researcher to senior producer, 1996–



It was pretty quick that things changed. One of Jon’s lines was, “No more Carol Channing jokes”—the celebrity stuff. Instead of doing six headlines a show, we started doing three headlines a show, but they were more intense. They were longer and had more power and research to them, and more tape.



JUSTIN MELKMANN, from segment producer to supervising producer, video department, 1997–



During the Kilborn era, it was about “How can we seem like we’ve gone too far?” With Jon, we went from creating the news—creating funny spoof headlines—to making fun of the news. That was a big change.


JON STEWART


You can satirize news media conventions just by embodying the form in slightly exaggerated or subtle ways—for instance, the way that they do those camera turns. Making the story itself have purpose—that’s when I felt we got something.


For me the key switch was relevance—turning the machine in a direction more toward politics, media, satire. The first two years, most of my energy was spent saying, “I understand that’s a funny joke, but our point of view here is not that the lady who is selling the Barbie in that commercial is a whore. That joke runs counter to the idea that we are maybe looking at the underlying sexism involved in this product.”




Jon Stewart: [at anchor desk] Belly up to the Barbie! Some of Hollywood’s biggest stars turned out to honor a hunk of molded petroleum, as Barbie turned forty, making her too old to play the girlfriend and too young to play the mother. Here’s Brandy, singing the Barbie marching song, “Be Anything,” with a choir of future divorcees. She looks just like Moesha!


And here’s Brandy talking!


Brandy: [in video clip] “I love Barbie. She’s so positive, she’s very classy, and I’m just happy to be here, because that’s the way I am.”


Jon Stewart: Yes, that’s exactly right, Brandy, because class is all about telling people you’re classy.





MO ROCCA, correspondent, 1998–2003



Shortly after Jon arrived, the whole staff piled into Madeleine’s office. We had done a bit about Dana Plato dying, and Jon felt bad about delivering a joke when the end of her life had been so pathetic. He said he had resolved that the show needed to have a point of view and couldn’t just be the kid at the back of the classroom throwing spitballs in all directions. I remember people trading the kind of glances that said, “Oh shit, this is going to be a disaster.”



JON STEWART


To be fair to the writers who stayed from Kilborn’s show, they had a successful thing going. They thought of it as a continuation of their show. I thought it was a new show. To me it wasn’t edgy or provocative to just take napalm to a bush for no reason. You wanted it to be pointed, purposeful, intentional, surgical.


I felt like I walked in there with a very open “Okay, so this will be great,” and it was “Hey, motherfucker, you came here to kill a baby.”


KENT JONES


Well, I would not agree with that. I don’t remember any of this being as hostile as it has been portrayed, I just don’t.


J. R. HAVLAN


A month or two in, you could see flashes of pieces and jokes that have meaning, which has always been Jon’s thing. That’s what Jon instilled in everybody that came through there: “I’m not interested in the first thing off the top of your head. You’re saying it before you’ve given thought to what it is you really want to say.” That was the biggest learning process with working for Jon. It takes you away from being surface.


To change the culture of The Daily Show, though, Stewart knew he needed committed allies as much as he needed people who could write funny and fast.


CHRIS REGAN, writer, 1999–2006



I was thirty-one and I had been working as an advertising writer for Sony Music. It was a good job for someone trying to start a comedy career, because it was a company where they spent an awful lot of money, I had a big office, and I didn’t do much in the way of actual work.


I got ahold of the fax number at SNL [Saturday Night Live] for Colin Quinn, when he was doing “Weekend Update.” Every Friday, I would fax stuff to him, and he began to buy a decent chunk of jokes from me.


Jon took over The Daily Show, and he asked Colin Quinn if he knew of anyone who was writing decent topical stuff, and Colin gave him my name, which is awfully nice of him because I’d never met Colin.


I was called in by Madeleine Smithberg and Chris Kreski, who was the head writer at the time, and I had an interview with them. Jon came in only at the very end. He was eating Chinese food out of a Styrofoam tray. I think he had sweat clothes on: a gray sweatshirt and gray bottoms. He looked like an old-timey police cadet.


Jon just sat down on the couch, while he was eating, and he asked me one or two questions, and then said, “So, if we hire you here, are you going to be my guy?” And I wasn’t quite sure what being “his guy” entailed, but I was very eager to get out of advertising, and I said sure, and then I was hired about a week later. I was Jon’s first hire on the show.


JON STEWART


Six or eight weeks in, the writers called me into their office. They’re like, “You can’t change our jokes anymore.” I didn’t know what to say.


So after a weekend of pacing and smoking and having tremendous Lincoln-Douglas debates on the couch by myself, I went back in, and it was horrible. I basically told them all to fuck off. “You work for me. And if you don’t like the direction, okay. I get that. Don’t work here.”


There were points where I thought, “I made the wrong decision. I’ve got to leave.” But I don’t give up very easily. It was open hostility, which is so enjoyable. It became that sense of “Okay, let’s arm-wrestle.” This will give you a hint of my personality of grudges.


CHRIS REGAN


It was tense. It was a weird experience to be involved in, because it was the first job I’d had in the industry, and I just kind of wanted to lay low and do my work. But there was a lot of conflict between Jon and the Kilborn writers. As time went on, it put into perspective the “Are you going to be my guy?” question Jon had asked me.


In those early days if felt like Madeleine and Chris Kreski had the final say over what went into the script. But that didn’t last long, and some heads began to roll.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


My professional and creative worlds collided, and it was not smooth. It was bumpy, and painful, and uncomfortable, and awkward, but it had to go through those convulsions. You had a show that was a real collaborative stew, and now it was just being taken apart and put back together and deconstructed and reemerging as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. Instead of things being in this big free-form orbit, boom, suddenly we had a sun, and Jon Stewart was the sun.


JON STEWART


Well, I didn’t really have a game plan. I knew what I didn’t want. But then turning it into what you did want was the next scenario, and that was going to take time, and effort, and accomplices. What I needed most were accomplices.


BEN KARLIN, from head writer to executive producer, 1999–2006



I was living in Los Angeles, working with a bunch of guys from the Onion, selling pilots and doing punch-up on movies. We did a pilot for Fox called Deadline Now, at about the same time The Daily Show was launching. We kind of did the exact opposite. We didn’t want to be winking at the audience. We wanted to play it straight and not really acknowledge we were a comedy show. We hired actors and went about trying to produce a news show that was very much in the spirit of the Onion newspaper. And frankly, we were quite scornful of the Kilborn Daily Show.


Our template host, when we’d come up with show ideas, was always Jon Stewart. We loved Jon Stewart. So when it was announced that Jon was taking over The Daily Show, our little comedy snob nerd group thought it was a bad move. For him. Comedy Central was still pretty second tier, and that might even be nice. And Jon was the Letterman heir apparent.


I got a call from my agent saying, “Listen, Jon is looking for a new head writer, loves the Onion, has heard that you’re kind of the de facto leader of the Onion guys’ group out in LA. Would you be willing to come out to New York and meet with them?”


I was twenty-seven. I had developed a lot of TV shows, I was the editor of the Onion, but I really hadn’t worked on a TV show in a meaningful way, ever. You always feel like a fraud, unless you’re a crazy person. But I really felt like, “This is bullshit—I’m totally not qualified for this.”


JON STEWART


I really liked his sensibility. Ben seemed to be concerned with hypocrisy and the silly facades of politics. He seemed to know where the absurdity was, and that was an important change in focus for what we wanted to do. There’s also a certain steeped-in-neurosis bathos that probably was a rhythm that we both clicked on. That similar Jewie Jewerman from Jewville.


The big thing was to find somebody who had thoughts, who cared, who had an opinion. Part of what the Onion is, and part of what Ben was steeped in, was the idea of deconstruction as your first step of re-creation. So Ben was a natural fit, although he had not had the TV experience.


BEN KARLIN


I was friendly with Bob Odenkirk and David Cross. They were kind of like the grand poobahs of the alternative comedy scene in LA—Sarah Silverman, Janeane Garofalo, Patton Oswalt. It was that whole wave of comics. Bob and David said The Daily Show sounded like a great opportunity. So I sublet my apartment, sold my Harley, found someone to take my dog for a while, and came to New York with three duffel bags.


JON STEWART


Ben walked into a buzzsaw.


BEN KARLIN


I’m not going to talk shit about anybody. But the staff had its allegiances, and the things that they liked to do, and the way they liked to do it. Now you’ve got this guy, Jon, who is a writer, who has a strong point of view.


LIZZ WINSTEAD, The Daily Show cocreator; head writer, correspondent, 1996–1998



As much as I loved the original writers, I created some little monsters. Once Jon realized he needed to take charge, you can’t afford to have people who are not in the Jon Stewart business. And so there’s a bit of Kool-Aid drinking that has to take place.


JEN FLANZ


It didn’t necessarily feel like Jon was in charge right when he got there. When Ben came in, that felt like more of a shift in the universe.


Karlin arrived as head writer in April 1999 and quickly formed a complementary duo with Stewart. Karlin pushed for a higher quotient of righteous anger in the Daily Show’s jokes; Stewart had an innate sense of what would get big laughs.


BEN KARLIN


We were very kindred spirits, with very similar points of view, and my critique of the show was very much in line with his problems with the show: Why are we going after these helpless targets? Maybe we should focus the power of this kind of big news show on things that are actually newsworthy, rather than just look through the paper for what seems funny.


Clashes between Stewart, Karlin, and some of the holdover Kilborn writers would flare over the next year, with one confrontation—which became known inside the show as “the fuck-you meeting”—being leaked to the New York Post’s “Page Six” gossip column.


JON STEWART


I think that was the meeting where I said, “You’re not a group. You’re not a unit. You’re not ‘the writers.’ You’re individual writers that have been hired, and you will be judged within that.” It was just an attempt to reclaim some semblance of order. It was an absolute flat-out power struggle, but one that I felt blindsided by.


BEN KARLIN


At one point during the battle for the heart and soul of the show, one of the writers snuck into Madeleine’s office and replaced some of the items on the board that tracks the stories we’re doing with personal insults. Some of them were about me, some were about other people. It was the most juvenile thing in the world, and it only could have been two or three people.


Jon and I used to have this thing: crazy out, sane in. We wanted to try to build a show of smart, funny, reasonable people with a similar vision who were hard workers.


An enormous step in that direction was Karlin’s first addition to the writing staff: a dizzyingly fast-thinking, cheerfully caustic twenty-seven-year-old who would become a major figure in the creative life of The Daily Show.



DAVID JAVERBAUM, from writer to executive producer, 1999–2010



I’d gone to Harvard and written for the Lampoon and Hasty Pudding, then I went to graduate school for musical theater composition, at NYU. It’s arguably the most useless master’s degree even by master’s degree standards. I had a lot of creative things I was interested in, but I had no idea what I wanted to do. I was temping for three years at law firms and Merrill Lynch.


I knew Ben Karlin from a teen tour that we were on together, the thing where Jewish middle-class kids go around the country and pretend to rough it for six weeks. Ben, after college at Wisconsin, wound up working at the Onion, and he said, do you want to contribute? So I began writing a lot of Onion headlines and some articles, and I had the idea for the book, Our Dumb Century.


Then I spent a year at Letterman as a writer, and I hated that. Not the people, per se, but it all comes from the top down, and Letterman, even at that point, which was ’98 to ’99, was just a detached, aloof figure who would stay there for, like, thirteen hours a day for no reason. And I quit. I was making six figures. I’d never made the upper half of five before, but it just was not worth it. It was crushing my soul.


I was writing a musical. In the interim, Ben was hired as the head writer for The Daily Show, and once again, he called me and said are you interested in writing? So I owe Ben for both of those opportunities. I think I was Ben’s first writing hire, in July 1999.


BEN KARLIN


D.J. has genius-like qualities, almost to the point where—it’s not Asperger-y, because he’s a funny, normal guy. But the way he can hold information, the speed with which his mind works, it’s almost like he’s got a broken brain that works really well in this way. I’ve known him since he was sixteen years old. He always was like this.


Usually in a writers’ room, you know that this guy is my joke guy, that one is my story guy, that’s my structure person. And D.J. has the ability to pitch individual jokes that are funny; he can come up with overarching structures that are funny; he can take over someone’s script and make it better.



DAVID JAVERBAUM


I remember mainly Ben used to say, “Best idea wins.” Well, that’s nice, but what’s the best idea? I mean, the best idea on Benny Hill is to run around in fast motion to “Yakety Sax.” That’s the best idea. So yes, best idea wins, but even more important than that is to create a culture where everybody agrees what the best idea is.


KENT JONES


Ben liked things that were more sophisticated. A little more wordy. His sensibility was more of a knowing kind of thing. It was more interpretive of the news. It’s like, “Oh, here’s the news and here’s what this means.”


DAVID JAVERBAUM


I think the personality of the Onion, abstractly speaking, is more despairing than Jon’s. There’s Horatian satire and Juvenalian satire, and I think Jon’s is more Juvenalian, and the Onion’s is more Horatian. I think Jon offers the hope through his personality alone that we can do better, and the Onion doesn’t. I personally probably side with the Onion more on that one. I don’t believe there is hope in the biggest sense.


CHRIS REGAN


I would’ve liked to have seen D.J.’s feet less. We were officemates, and he was a real shorts-and-sandals-wearer to the office. D.J. was, like a lot of talented people, a bit of an odd duck. He might say the same thing about me, you know.


Changing the lineup of correspondents and contributors, the on-air faces of the show, was also crucial, if less contentious. Brown and Unger left when Kilborn did; Colbert, Rocca, Beth Littleford, Frank DeCaro, and Stacey Grenrock Woods stayed on. Stewart’s first correspondent addition was Vance DeGeneres, who had a gift for the authoritative-but-vacant news reporter delivery. Then two major talents joined the correspondent team, almost by accident.


STEVE CARELL, correspondent, 1999–2003



I got a call from Stephen Colbert. He and I were on The Dana Carvey Show together in the spring of 1996, and one of the sketches that we did was called “Waiters Who Are Nauseated by Food.” And Madeleine Smithberg, who had hired Stephen onto The Daily Show, saw that and asked who I was—asked Stephen—and then Stephen called me and said, “Would you be interested maybe in doing a field piece?” And then Madeleine called and followed up and asked if I’d do a field piece out here in Los Angeles. We were living out here at the time and I had a holding deal with ABC. So we were just watching a lot of the Game Show Network.


We decided to stage the field piece right underneath the HOLLYWOOD sign, up in the hills, and that I was going to do the walk-and-talk as I was essentially walking up the side of a mountain, and obviously play up the fact that I was really out of shape, that it was a very bad correspondent to have chosen for a walk-and-talk.


Apparently Madeleine Smithberg really liked that moment within the piece and thought that that was a good choice. They asked if I’d move out to New York and be a regular on The Daily Show.


No one was really familiar with this show. My agent didn’t see it as a positive step in my career. Let’s put it that way. They just saw it as a little nothing cable show. A job, but nothing that was going to amount to much. Jon had just become the host about six months before.


NANCY WALLS CARELL, correspondent, 1999–2002



We’d met Ben Karlin a couple years earlier. He was shooting a pilot, in Madison, Wisconsin, for an Onion-related TV show. They came down to Chicago and auditioned a lot of Second City people, including me. I don’t think Steve auditioned for it. So we were up in Madison shooting this, and Steve and I were dating at the time, and he rode his motorcycle up to join us.


RORY ALBANESE, from production assistant to executive producer, 1999–2013



I remember Carell’s first field piece, and all of us at the show saying, “Who is this guy? He’s just, like, fat Brian Unger.” I look back and think, “I can’t believe that’s what we were saying about Steve Carell. He’s a comic genius.”


NANCY WALLS CARELL


I had been on Saturday Night Live for one season, and then we had lived out in LA for about three years with mixed success, and I felt like it was a good move to come back to New York.


You know, The Daily Show was a pretty loose atmosphere back then. You would do a field piece and then you’d do a follow-up piece in the studio. So I went to Steve’s first studio taping and met Madeleine and she kind of looked at me, she said, “Well, do you want to try it?” It was really that casual. That’s how I began there as a Daily Show correspondent.


One of my first pieces, I think Deborah Norville had just gone to a prison in North Carolina and stayed for a night. So I went to a dog pound and got into a cage. I’m still living with the ramifications.


As the Carells found their place in the new Daily Show order, some of the on-air holdovers were having a tougher time figuring out where they fit in Stewart’s plans—or if they even wanted to fit in.


RORY ALBANESE


Lewis Black’s segment was so haphazard. It hadn’t been brought under the new, larger Daily Show writing rulebook yet, because it was a holdover from the Kilborn era. The transitions in a “Back in Black” segment would be, “And then there’s this idiot!”




Lewis Black: [sitting to Stewart’s right, necktie askew, hands jabbing at the camera] Welcome to ’99! And if you’re so delusional you think this year is gonna be better than last, get a grip! Just take a look down Mexico way, where the price of tortillas went up for the first time since syphilis was transmitted… Meanwhile, they’re trying to shut down a Leonardo DiCaprio movie in Thailand. At least their hearts are in the right place. Anyway, environmentalists claim the production will damage the ecosystem on—now, get a load of this!—Phi Phi Island, located in the Krabi Province. Now, could you imagine? “Where do you live?” “Phi Phi Island, in the Krabi Province.” “Where’s that?” “Southwest of Bangkok.” Hey, I’d be boycotting those names! And there’s more: Here’s the genius who’s bringing Starbucks to China!





JON STEWART


Lewis had a sensibility that was political, but they were wasting his ability on footage of the Nazarene protest in the Philippines, just because that was the AP footage we could get. Everything we did was an attempt to move the show toward active pursuit, with a point of view about material we could get our hands on, instead of being passive and reactive.


RORY ALBANESE


I love Lew. Lew is the reason I’m a standup. But the segment didn’t feel organic to the show anymore. Lew started showing up on the show less, and then they took the creative process out of his hands.


LEWIS BLACK


I take some of the blame for it, but there were two producers, who will remain nameless—yeah, D.J. and Karlin—who had no sense of why I was funny, none at all. I was not in their orbit of comedy, and they treated me like a piece of shit. They treated my words like a piece of shit.


BEN KARLIN


I don’t know how close we came to cutting Lewis, to tell you the truth. It might’ve been very close. I’m not sentimental. I would’ve gotten rid of the “Top Ten List” on Letterman years ago. I was like, fuck that.


Lewis fell into the category of all these other little segments—“Ad Nauseam,” “The Public Excess”—that were the property of the writers. The idea was, “No, we’re doing a whole show that has to have a unified voice and everything needs to filter through an editorial control, and that editorial control, whether you like it or not, is Jon.”


JON STEWART


There was no guarantee the network was going to go for this. We were moving away from what they wanted as well. I can remember hearing, “There should always be an entertainment portion of the show. That’s what people like—they like the entertainment.” We can all look back in hindsight and go, “Of course, it was inevitable they’d succeed.” But it wasn’t.


What Stewart and his Daily Show colleagues could not have known was that they had arrived at the perfect moment, with the media and political worlds on the cusp of upheaval. When Stewart first sat behind the fake anchor desk, the anchors of the real news were still a trio of white male eminences: Tom Brokaw at NBC, Peter Jennings at ABC, and Dan Rather at CBS. But the network news hegemony had been rattled by the arrival of CNN, especially its coverage of the 1990 Gulf War. Now Fox News and MSNBC—both launched, coincidentally, within months of the Daily Show’s 1996 debut—were rapidly expanding their footprints on cable systems. Soon the Internet would flatten the traditional TV news industry. And a wised-up, postmodern generation of viewers was hungry for what The Daily Show would soon deliver.


LEWIS BLACK


We’d come along at the right time and the right place. Jon ends up in a position on a show when the tipping point had been reached in terms of cable news, 120 hours of news a day coming out of five channels. So all of a sudden people have a visceral understanding of the way in which they’re approached when they watch the news, by the newspeople.


The turn of the century was also a boom time for network newsmagazines. NBC was airing Dateline five nights a week. ABC had 20/20 and Primetime; CBS had 48 Hours. Syndicated shows including Inside Edition added an even cheesier, tabloid flair to the genre.


The TV newsmagazine formula—leaning heavily on sensationalized crime stories, breathless celebrity profiles, and consumer products scares—was ripe for parody. As were the self-serious anchor-reporter stars of TV newsmagazines: The style of The Daily Show’s correspondents drew special inspiration from the overinflated gravitas of Dateline’s Stone Phillips.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


I always say that Stone Phillips deserves a “created by” credit for The Daily Show, because I was obsessed with the guy, and we studied him.


We studied his listening-face expressions. We studied the different ways he put his fist to his chin, the way that he furrowed his brow. We studied his walk-and-talk. We studied his attitude. We studied his self-aggrandizing, the way that he inserted himself into the story.


RORY ALBANESE


Colbert will tell you his character for years was just Stone Phillips.



BEN KARLIN


I had actually worked very briefly with Colbert. Robert Smigel was producing The Dana Carvey Show, and he wanted to buy some Onion stories and to do them with Colbert as the anchor. I flew in for the tapings of those episodes to see how they were using our material, and had a ships-passing-in-the-night moment with Colbert. Carell was also on that show.


JON STEWART


Carell, I knew very little about him. These guys didn’t come from standup. I knew standups. I knew Dave Attell, I knew Lewis Black. I did not know Vance, Mo, Steve, Stephen.


In Karlin, Stewart had hired an invaluable off-camera ally. But he quickly recognized that he had inherited an indispensable on-camera coconspirator. Stephen Colbert had a subversive streak that was greatly abetted by the fact that he looked like a trustworthy middle-American insurance salesman.


STEPHEN COLBERT


It was a complete happy accident that I ended up at The Daily Show. I had been working for ABC Entertainment at The Dana Carvey Show in 1996. That show got canceled, my wife wasn’t working, and we had a baby. I desperately needed a job. Someone from the entertainment division recommended to the news division that if they were looking for somebody who was funny but looked really straight, for a correspondent for Good Morning America, that they should consider me. They hired me. I did exactly two reports. Only one of which ever made it to air.


After those two reports, I pitched twenty stories in a row that got shot down. At the same time, my agent, James Dixon, who also represented Madeleine Smithberg, said, “You should meet with Madeleine. She’s doing this other show and I bet that they would do those stories.” They had me on for a trial basis, and for the next nine months I worked at The Daily Show occasionally, during Craig Kilborn’s second year. But it was totally a day job. I never expected to stay because I did sketch comedy and I wrote, and I really didn’t think that The Daily Show was going to go anyplace.



JON STEWART


The first bit Stephen did on the show after I arrived, I think it was something about baby back ribs. You could just feel, “This guy knows how to perform in a scene, is present, has an ease with language.” The key then was, “What do we do with that?”


STEPHEN COLBERT


I don’t really know why Jon and I worked together so well. It’s hard to quantify, but it happened very early. When Jon first got there, he had a rough ride with some of the people who had worked with Craig. But I immediately knew he was a guy I should listen to. I saw how thoughtful he wanted to be about political comedy and how he invited us to have our own thoughts, invest the jokes with our own beliefs. And maybe he thought he could trust me.


BEN KARLIN


So much of the writing of The Daily Show actually comes down to brainstorming and coming up with the big-picture ideas. Once we started realizing what an incredible tool Carell and Colbert were, we said we’ve got to bring more of that into the studio. Let’s not just see them once a week or once every two weeks in a field piece. Let’s get both those guys on the show several times a week in one form or another. They’re too talented.


One answer was “Even Stephven,” pitting Colbert and Carell as warring pundits. The segments exaggerated the style of the superficial, vein-popping “debates” of cable and Sunday morning news shows, but also started making serious points about everything from the similarities between Islam and Christianity to government’s responsibility for disaster relief.




Jon Stewart: [at anchor desk] You know, scholars and historians may well debate Bill Clinton’s presidency for centuries. But here to do it in two and a half minutes, our own Steve Carell and Stephen Colbert, with “Even Stephven.”


Stephen Colbert: [to camera] Have the Clinton years been good for America?


Steve Carell: [sitting two feet away] Yes!


Stephen Colbert: No!


Steve Carell: Yeeeessss! In 1992, our country was in a severe economic recession. Eight years of unprecedented prosperity later, America is richer and stronger than it has ever been. And the man responsible? William Jefferson Clinton.


Stephen Colbert: Oh, come off it, Steve. Alan Greenspan runs this economy. Not Bill Clinton. The only thing Bill Clinton has brought us these last eight years is moral turpitude and national shame.


Steve Carell: Two words, Stephen: Dow 10,000!


Stephen Colbert: Whitewater!


Steve Carell: Welfare reform!


Stephen Colbert: Monica-gate!


Steve Carell: Eight years of peace!


Stephen Colbert: Shut the fuck up! Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP! God, your voice is like a jackal picking at my brain! I hate you! I hate who you are and what you do and how you sound and what you say! You’re like a cancer on my life! God!


Steve Carell: [pauses] Well, that was ugly and humiliating. Feel any better now?


Stephen Colbert: I’m sorry. I’m just tired and, uh, I’m upset about Clinton.


Steve Carell: Every time we fight, it’s because of Clinton. Or the economy. Or NAFTA. I don’t think the problem is out there. I think the problem is right here and I think we need to talk about it… I’ve been giving this some thought, and maybe we need to commentate with other people.


Stephen Colbert: Have you been working with CNN’s Robert Novak?


Steve Carell: Bob appreciates me.


Stephen Colbert: I can smell him on you.





STEPHEN COLBERT


I was always interested in politics. I was always interested in the news. I didn’t do political humor. Political humor to me meant “Hey, Ted Kennedy’s drunk again!” Then Jon came in with a real desire to have a satirical point of view about the substance of the ideas, not just the actions of the people. What are they really talking about? What are they arguing about? What are the philosophical underpinnings of this argument going on in America right now? Part of the assignment when Jon came in was “You have to give this some thought—where do you stand here?” Because he wanted us to be able to write our own stuff and not be instructed. He wanted it to be from the bottom up, the process. He wanted us to come with our own sincere interests in the news, so each one of us had to find our own hook—what was the thing that interested us most about a campaign or a political argument or something of social significance?


I found out, through that invitation from Jon, that I had a political point of view. I wasn’t just a consumer. I don’t think I would have done that if Jon hadn’t shown me a way to do it and still be joyful and inventive about it, rather than being finger-waggy.


There was a bumpy transformation taking place away from the studio, too—more slowly, but equally important to establishing the new direction of The Daily Show. The field department does what the name implies: shoots segments out in the streets, fields, and offices of the real world, to parody the interview, investigative, and ambush segments of real TV journalists. But the name does not come close to conveying the spirit of the unit. The field department has always been, in the words of one of its longtime bosses, “the red-headed stepchild” of The Daily Show—the pirate squad of producers and correspondents who reveled in traveling from Homer, Alaska, to Uttar Pradesh, India, and operating beyond the direct observation of the home office and company lawyers. “The field department, we don’t do things that are immoral,” says Tim Greenberg, one of the department’s top producers. “We only do things that might not be technically allowed, but that I think most reasonable people would say are okay.”


In the Kilborn era, field department pieces frequently featured obscure eccentrics—say, a man who pulled his own teeth and replaced them with driveway gravel. Those kind of bits didn’t go away immediately under Stewart.


KAHANE CORN COOPERMAN, from field producer to co–executive producer, 1996–2015



I was managing the field department. There was a piece with Stacey Grenrock Woods as the correspondent, about a guy who had been a rock star in Ukraine and came here and was now a waiter in a hotel restaurant in Grand Rapids, Michigan. This piece may well have been in the works before Jon arrived. But it airs, and after the show you have a postmortem. And Jon was not happy. He said, “Your targets are just wrong. They shouldn’t be people on the fringe. Our targets need to be the people who have a voice, and that’s politicians, and that’s the media.”


STACEY GRENROCK WOODS, correspondent, 1998–2003



I heard Jon was very unhappy with that piece, and I don’t blame him at all. I didn’t like it, either, but it was given to me. I think it ended up being a policy-changing piece.


Stewart was clear about how the tone of The Daily Show needed to change. But he still gave the writers, producers, and correspondents plenty of creative room.


STEVE CARELL


The correspondents had their own little thing going on with the field pieces. Jon left it up to us in terms of what sort of characters we were developing.


I saw my character as a former local news anchor who had been demoted to reporting on a nondescript cable news show and was a little bitter about it. Everyone to a certain degree had different variations on blowhard or idiot reporter. But I mean, let’s face it—we didn’t know what we were doing.


NANCY WALLS CARELL


No.


STEVE CARELL


None of us are correspondents. None of us have backgrounds in journalism.


NANCY WALLS CARELL


Mo was pretty knowledgeable, actually.


STEVE CARELL


It’s a hard job description because you’re not really a reporter. You’re pretending to be one. You’re not really in character but you kind of have to be. So you’re improvising all day and you’re pretending to be a correspondent, which none of us had any background in. So we were all sort of winging it. My character was a guy who took himself pretty seriously, but wasn’t really up to the task, basically that.



STEPHEN COLBERT


There was a very specific way we were supposed to present ourselves when we set up field pieces: “I’m from The Daily Show.” “What’s The Daily Show?” “Well, it’s an alternative news and entertainment program.” “What channel is it on?” “Well, I don’t know what channel it is where you live. Where we live it’s Channel 29.” Anything other than saying the words “Comedy Central.” We were never allowed to lie, but let’s not advertise we were on Comedy Central, because not being a famous show was really useful to us in the early days.


I was the first correspondent to be sued. After a piece ran, a guy claimed I claimed I was from CNN. I never said that. But if you make a man comedically look like Hitler and it turns out that he is a retired lawyer with a lot of time on his hands, you’re going to get sued. That’s the lesson for today, children.


STEVE CARELL


The field pieces with eccentrics and oddballs, those were uncomfortable. For all of us. I almost didn’t… I won’t say I almost didn’t do the show, but I had some major reservations about doing it for exactly that reason, because I didn’t like the idea of making fun of people only because they were eccentric or different, and…


NANCY WALLS CARELL


Duping them.


STEVE CARELL


Yeah. Shooting fish in a barrel is easy. When you go after someone who is intolerant or racist or has any sort of hateful nature, that’s a different story. I think that’s fair game. So part of what I tried to do with my character is put the impetus on myself, the comedic impetus, that I was the bigger idiot.


But I talked to Colbert about how to deal with it. His advice was that you just have to rectify it somehow, and be okay with it, and my way of doing it was to become more of the butt of the joke.


NANCY WALLS CARELL


Colbert just goes to confession.



STEVE CARELL


It’s interesting, too, because all of those correspondents were incredibly kind people. With the possible exception of my wife, all extremely kind and generous. So it was really out of character for any of us to be in someone’s face.


Not all of the great field-piece performances took place on camera.


STEW BAILEY


It turned out this always happened when you traveled with Stephen, but the first time I never saw it coming. When we check in at the hotel in Denver, they ask for his address. He says, “Sure. My name’s Stephen Colbert. I live at 52 Poopiepop Lane.” And they always would react, and they’d start to say, “Is that a…” And Stephen says, “Heard them all. Heard every one of them. Please don’t make fun of it.” So it was like a great antijoke. And they said, “Okay, so 52 Poopiepop Lane.” And he says, “Neptune, Maine,” and it’s a made-up town. And the weird capper was, “And I’m going to need a zip code out of you,” and he says, “I don’t know my zip code.”


STEPHEN COLBERT


Or I’d say, “We have three demands: I need a fifty-gallon drum of saffron oil, twenty feet of parachute cord, and a dwarf.” It was about practicing being ridiculous.


STEW BAILEY


Another time we decided that we wanted to use a code expression that didn’t mean anything and see how people responded to it.


The hotel clerk says, “So would you like a key to the minibar?” and Stephen looks at this woman and he says, “Okay. The squirrel is in the basket.” And she says, “I’m sorry?” and he says, “You know what I mean. The squirrel is in the basket.” And she says, “Sir, I really don’t. I mean, I’m just asking if you want a minibar key.” And he said, “You know where the squirrel is.” And she said, “I’m going to just take that as a no.”


The next morning, the wakeup call happens at 6:00 a.m., so Stephen answers the phone by saying once again, “The squirrel is in the basket.” I’ve got to remember I’m traveling with a very strange person. And he’s a supernice guy. It’s not like he wants to make people uncomfortable, but he’s just trying to get himself into comedy mode.


During his first year as host Stewart devoted far more energy to retooling the staff and the process inside the building. The show was becoming his own, even in small ways: Near the end of Stewart’s first year, They Might Be Giants rerecorded the Daily Show theme song. And then, in December 1999, the field department and Steve Carell, on an excursion to New Hampshire, created five minutes that changed the trajectory of the entire Daily Show.
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Indecision 2000—The Sunshine Wait


CINDY McCAIN, wife of Senator John McCain



All of a sudden there were these guys in these crazy jackets, popping up at campaign events, and nobody knew who they were. But they were funny.


MICHELE GANELESS, vice president of programming, Comedy Central, 1996–2001; president, Comedy Central, 2004–2016



The show sent correspondents up to New Hampshire beginning in 1999, before the primary. This was a big moment for The Daily Show, a big moment for the network. I remember that as the beginning of “Wow, we’re sort of in this politics thing.”


And the correspondents were totally flying by the seats of their pants.


STEW BAILEY


There was a Republican debate in New Hampshire, so we were going to do a piece from the spin room. And the spin room even then was acknowledged as the least newsworthy event of all time. Our premise was that it’s essentially a parlor game, and if that’s the case, let’s really turn it into a parlor game. I had each of the correspondents asking questions from Trivial Pursuit to the candidates.


MO ROCCA


All of us were nervous as hell, and so I just went for it: “Senator McCain, who became the hottest pop star to come out of Iceland in the mid nineteen nineties?”



STEW BAILEY


Immediately our other correspondents start yelling, “Don’t skirt the question, Senator! You have to answer!”


MO ROCCA


And McCain showed why he almost upended George W. Bush in that race, because he played along, making this silly face. I remember the CNN people looking at us like, “Okay, that was funny. But who are you guys?”


STEVE CARELL


When we went up to the first Republican debate we had our jackets with The Daily Show embroidered on them, and we’re walking around with microphones. It was terrifying because people didn’t know that we were fake. So we could get away with a lot of stuff. Bush looked at us like we were insane.


NANCY WALLS CARELL


The producers said, “Go over and get Tim Russert to talk to us,” and Russert said, “I’ll only go on camera if you give me your jacket.” And I couldn’t do it. And Russert didn’t talk to us.


JON STEWART


When we went up to New Hampshire we were under the mistaken assumption that we had to integrate ourselves with the political media’s process and become them to parody them. Turns out we didn’t have to do that. We had thought, “Oh, you’re a political reporter on television, which must mean something.” Turns out it doesn’t mean anything. All it means is that somebody pointed a camera at you and lit it. So that was a revelation, and not a positive one.


After that year we always talked about, “Did you get any on you?” Meaning, becoming like them. That was my problem with the New Hampshire bits that we did, is you could get it on you a little bit.


That trip provided a second breakthrough in defining the new Daily Show tone—when Carell climbed into McCain’s bus.



STEW BAILEY


Remember, McCain that year was a huge deal. He won the New Hampshire primary. That was really his moment. And his big gimmick was his bus, the Straight Talk Express.


I was supervising in the field department. Our idea was that we were trying to get on the Straight Talk Express, but we couldn’t. There was a secondary press bus. If you’re in the rollover bus you just don’t feel like you matter. So the premise was going to be if Steve Carell finally does get on the Straight Talk Express, that means we were at the table with all the big important players. To get on McCain’s bus was a coup for us, it meant that somebody was going to allow us to bring our reindeer games into a legitimate political moment.


CINDY McCAIN


The actual press bus, which was completely different from ours, was really awful, in fact. Steve Carell was talking about, did we feed the press, or did we just lock them in the bus? They were pleading with me—is there any way I can get them on the main bus? They were a hoot to be around, so John invited them on the Straight Talk Express.


STEVE CARELL


You watch the finished piece and it feels like I’m chasing McCain for days. But we shot it in one day.


STEW BAILEY


We needed to then have Carell basically ask one question that is going to get us kicked off. The idea was going to be we had a brief moment of glory, we asked a question, and then we lost our privileges. If you watch the piece, he asks a bunch of innocuous questions. They’re almost like those Who Wants to Be a Millionaire $100 questions—you can’t get this wrong, no one’s going to get hurt.


Then Carell asked a real question: “How do you explain that you are such an opponent of pork barrel politics, yet during your time heading the Commerce Committee, that committee set new records for unauthorized appropriations?”


Carell and Nick McKinney, the producer, had pulled the question out of Time magazine on the way there, driving to the shoot.



STEVE CARELL


Nick and I were both flying blind and he handed me that magazine story and said, “Ask him this.” So I wrote it down and I just thought I’d really get McCain in a jovial mood, and the last thing he was expecting was anything even remotely serious. Then to ask him something that he actually might be asked on the campaign trail, he just… for a politician like that to be caught momentarily off guard, he just had sort of a quizzical look on his face.




Steve Carell: [on board the Straight Talk Express, reading from a legal pad as McCain grins] Let’s do a lightning round: your favorite book?


Senator John McCain: For Whom the Bell Tolls.


Steve Carell: Favorite movie?


Senator McCain: Viva Zapata!


Steve Carell: Charlton Heston?


Senator McCain: Marlon Brando.


Steve Carell: Close enough. If I were a tree, I would be a…


Senator McCain: If I were a tree, I would be a root. [pause] What does that mean?


Steve Carell: Senator, how do you reconcile that you were one of the most vocal critics of pork barrel politics, and yet while you were chairman of the Commerce Committee, that committee set a record for unauthorized appropriations?


[Four seconds of silence that feel like four hours]


Steve Carell: I was just kidding! I don’t even know what that means!


[McCain looks at ceiling, shrugs in relief, awkwardly slaps hand to his own face]


[Carell shuffles awkwardly down bus stairs and out the door, then stands on a highway median]


Steve Carell: Oh, they all laughed at my little question. But two things were abundantly clear. It was the wrong question to ask, and I was going to be walking.





STEW BAILEY


Just the fact that Steve Carell can get those words out of his mouth and that it sounded like something a smart person would say really threw McCain off. There was such a delay.



STEVE CARELL


It was really funny because all of McCain’s handlers, you could feel the whole bus tense up. I thought McCain might just laugh it off, or probably give me some sort of joke response.


BEN KARLIN


I remember seeing it in the editing room. I remember Jon called me down, and seeing it and thinking, “Yeah, this is what we should be doing. This is the goal.” It was one of Carell’s most incredible moments. He asks McCain a question in a way that no journalists were talking to the candidates. And it was like, oh shit, we are able, in this weird, unintentional way, to add a level of insight to the process that doesn’t exist. That was really, really exciting. It meets the standard of being funny, it meets the standard of being relevant.


STEVE CARELL


A show that can open the door to a discussion and then take a comedic detour, I think didn’t feel important at the time. It just felt like a silly, fun moment.


JOHN McCAIN, U.S. senator, Arizona, 1987–; Republican presidential nominee, 2008



That was great. I still remember Steve Carell on the bus. I was certainly aware of Jon and the show early on, and knew they would try to have some fun with us. I wanted to be funny. I wanted these young people to know that I’m a guy with a sense of humor. I’m not some dull, dry, old senator.


BEN KARLIN


That moment, it was the beauty and the weakness of The Daily Show. You had this incredibly pregnant moment where you forced a politician to go off book, and it was uncomfortable, and it was honest. Then, because of our role as a comedy show, you have to take the air out of it, and it let McCain off the hook.


STEVE CARELL


Yeah, to press it—we really hadn’t set ourselves up in that context to start going after him. It was making fun of a gotcha moment. And I think that’s a lot of what we do on The Daily Show is making fun of journalistic tropes, and I think that was one of them.



BEN KARLIN


There’s no joke unless you walk back from it. But we were living in this moment of the press starting to be not so interested in making politicians uncomfortable, and of having the candidates being able to tailor their appearances and their media in a way that didn’t put them on the spot. It felt like we were able to slip one in.


The fact that it touched on something real, it opened the door. It went just a tiny bit deeper. You know, there was satire to it.


DAVID JAVERBAUM


That’s the moment where you realize what’s real and what’s comedy can blur in these bizarre ways that are compelling and disturbing.


MO ROCCA


That was the first time we were in the New York Times—in a news analysis piece, not the TV column.


CINDY McCAIN


I still have those jackets, by the way. I talked them out of their big New Hampshire jackets. They were around John so much, and I finally said, “Look, these jackets are too good. I’ve got to get one from you, please.” They gave them to me. It’s a great souvenir.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


The show got better. The year and a half leading up to the 2000 election was the most amazing time creatively. Have you ever seen The Greatest Millennium, our end-of-the-year special? That was the turning point. The Greatest Millennium was when The Daily Show with Jon Stewart became The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. It was so much fun, because of the absurdity that you can do a look back at a millennium in an hour.


BEN KARLIN


We tackled a very, very topical thing—Y2K—with a ferocity and with a real specific point of view. You saw a million shitty Y2K segments on every local news and national magazine show, but we were the only ones who did a really, really funny one. For me that was a turning point.


And then you’re into the 2000 election, and then everything just came into focus.


The 2000 presidential primaries provided The Daily Show with a bounty of comedic raw material: The pixie-size right-winger Gary Bauer, the flat-tax fantasies of Steve Forbes, the wooden wonkery of Bill Bradley. But the campaign also gave the show the substantive narrative framework that Stewart wanted and needed.


What also allowed the show’s increasingly confident satiric voice to stand out was the absence of real competition. Sure, Letterman and Leno took shots at the candidates, but that usually added up to a couple of jokes each night as part of a wide-ranging standup monologue. Over on SNL, the year started with Colin Quinn behind the “Weekend Update” desk and ended with Jimmy Fallon and Tina Fey. All three are gifted comics, but “Weekend Update” didn’t have the time or the inclination to plumb the depths of, say, the paranoid stylings of Pat Buchanan.


JAMES PONIEWOZIK, television critic, Time, 1999–2015, and the New York Times, 2015–



At that time late-night political humor was pitched toward the middle. It was about foibles and politicians’ particular characteristics and tics and failures—the Monica Lewinsky joke, the George Bush–is-kind-of-dumb joke. Leno would handle something like the O. J. Simpson case through the “Dancing Itos.” It could be scathing and damaging and influence the public’s perception of a candidate or a politician, but it wasn’t really that much about engaging with the ideas of politics, the politics of politics. Before Jon Stewart came along.


J. R. HAVLAN


There was no competition. There were late-night monologues, but that’s “setup, punch line,” and you never go beyond that, and there’s not much depth to those things, so there’s not a lot of edge or risk.


BEN KARLIN


“Weekend Update,” they wrote good jokes, but it was a very small part of a larger show that didn’t really drive the success or watchability of SNL. I’m truly speculating here, but I think the way The Daily Show started getting a little bit of attention probably fostered a little more competition on their end—like, “Oh shit, we’ve got to maybe raise our game here, because this is now something that people are paying attention to.” I wouldn’t deign to say how aware or not aware they were of us. But I don’t think we ever really looked at them as something that was analogous to what we were doing. And if you’re doing The Tonight Show, and Enron’s the front page of the news, you know what you do? Ignore it.


As Stewart and Karlin pushed the show steadily toward politics, many of the holdover elements of the Kilborn-era Daily Show peeled away, accentuating the shift in tone. “The Beth Littleford Interview” had parodied Barbara Walters’s celebrity confessionals by smearing Vaseline on the camera lens and smothering Littleford in fresh flowers as she quizzed Boy George about whether he’d “ever come face-to-face with a bearded clam.”


BETH LITTLEFORD, correspondent, 1996–2000



The way those interviews started was that we were in Las Vegas working on two field pieces, and we heard that John Wayne Bobbitt was staying at the hotel. We ended up doing a walk-and-talk that looked exactly like a Barbara Walters walk-and-talk, with me asking things like, “And how is your penis today?” My now ex-husband, Rob Fox, who was a Daily Show producer, wisely saw that footage and said, “Okay, this is something.”


I got to shovel manure with Jesse “the Body” Ventura. I got to dance with Boy George, who told me that I’m pretty cute. A lot of those were really fun.


MO ROCCA


Beth was hilarious, but the show definitely did not, under Jon, have a camp sensibility to it.


BETH LITTLEFORD


I wanted to be on a network show and I wanted to be on a sitcom. I got put under contract from Spin City for about a hundred times more than I was making on The Daily Show, and the work was much less exhausting. I was in good standing, but I told Jon and Madeleine a year in advance that I was going to go.


I wasn’t hugely supported by Jon, but I felt supported by the show. I remember when I left and had my little roast party, Jon saying, “Listen, I do like you.” Because we had just never been close, and it seemed awkward even then.


Littleford left in the spring of 2000, just as the George W. Bush–Al Gore general election contest was starting to take shape and The Daily Show was gearing up its first real political season. That summer, beginning with the guerrilla coverage of the Republican National Convention in Philadelphia and the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, Stewart and the correspondents became a cult hit. Then, after a long November election night, The Daily Show became indispensable viewing during the thirty-seven-day Florida recount fiasco. The epic and absurd standoff, with its hanging chads and Supreme Court contortions, seemed to have been designed by the comedy gods purely to showcase The Daily Show’s approach. The slogan “Indecision 2000: Choose and Lose” was a good joke—and it became an even better, if grimmer, one when it became political reality.


MICHELE GANELESS


We’d used the “Indecision” moniker for election coverage before, on Politically Incorrect. But in 2000 it really became meaningful.


ERIC DRYSDALE, writer, 2000–2005



I started at The Daily Show on the same day Allison Silverman did, February 21, 2000. They were staffing up to cover the election. I had been doing standup in this kind of nexus between what was then mainstream comedy and alternative comedy, as embodied by downtown places like the Luna Lounge and Surf Reality and Collective:Unconscious. I’d be on a bill and maybe Dave Chappelle or Janeane Garofalo would show up.


Was it clear at that point what Jon wanted the show to be? It was not. People talk about the 2000 election as being kind of the thing where the voice starts coalescing, but I actually think it was Elián González, that spring.


That’s when there was a sense that we’re following a story that’s building. We’re not just doing, like, a segment about somebody’s long fingernails, we’re actually learning about the characters in the story. Janet Reno was a character in the story, Elián was a character in the story. The media was a character in the story.


BEN KARLIN


I do remember covering that Elián González thing, and I remember there was a real philosophical divide between some of the writers, and myself, and Jon, which was, does the inherent humor value of a story have to be the number one quality that makes it worthy for us to cover? And if there’s something that doesn’t have a lot of apparent comedic angles to it, isn’t that a harder story to write about? And our attitude was—and I came from the Onion, which was making up stories—at the core of those stories were some real fundamental truths about the news and politics.


So I was like, “We have to come up with the funny take on this thing that doesn’t necessarily seem funny. But there is humor, there is hypocrisy, there are people lying. In most of these cases, especially when you get into politics, there’s people saying one thing but you know they believe something else.”


ALLISON SILVERMAN, writer, 2000–2001



My big experience at The Daily Show, and later at The Colbert Report, was learning to react with great speed to find out the information, form your opinion on it, and then find a comedic take that expresses that opinion.


I was always the only woman in the writers’ room. There were times when I really felt that viscerally, especially when I was reading a bunch of jokes and it had been a not-great day and I felt like I was somehow responsible for 51 percent of the world’s population. It would’ve been great to have more women, I would’ve liked that. But I didn’t feel like I was being alienated for being a woman or anything.


There would always be spasms of raw, spontaneous genius on The Daily Show. But Stewart was intent on creating a structure that made room for the wild mercury moments to happen, a process that could reliably generate four nights of comedy a week with a minimum of backstage complications.


Some of the times and details of The Daily Show’s daily production schedule would change over the years, but the outline that was established by Smithberg in the Kilborn era endured for nearly two decades. During his first two years as host, though, Stewart made key alterations that eventually created a highly efficient comedy machine—but that initially threw off sparks.


BEN KARLIN


The way it had worked with Kilborn, at noon, or 12:30, there was something called the joke read. The writers would read their jokes, out loud, basically because a lot of them have a performance background. We’d have a packet of jokes, and we’d circle the ones we liked. And then we’d assemble the headlines based on that. After a certain amount of time Jon was like, “This is ridiculous. The writers can just turn in the jokes, we’ll read them and pick the ones we like.”


It was taken as a repudiation of what they were doing, and that we were wrestling control away from them. And a lot of people were like, “Fuck you. Who are you to come in here and do this?” As we started shifting the show, and as we wanted to explore ideas a little deeper, we had to change the process.


JON STEWART


It’s so important to remove preciousness and ownership. You have to invest everybody in the success of the show, and to let them feel good and confident about their contribution to it without becoming the sole proprietor of a joke. There has to be an understanding that that may be a great joke, but it might not serve the larger intention, or the narrative, of the show. You have to make sure that everybody feels invested without feeling that type of ownership.


Kilborn, as host, would arrive after the Daily Show morning writers’ meeting. Stewart arrived as it started, at 9:30 each morning, or not long after. It was a free-flowing discussion of stories in the news, possible segments, and available video clips that could be choreographed with jokes. After about an hour, Stewart and Karlin would assign segments to writers—sometimes working solo, sometimes in pairs. Scripts were due at noon. Then Stewart would meet with the executive producers in his office to read the drafts and assemble notes to be used in the revisions. Second drafts of scripts were due by 2:00.


BEN KARLIN


I would compile the headlines. My job was to take all these individual jokes, find an order that made sense, find the connective tissue that made sense, and write little asides and little moments that made it feel like a cohesive script rather than just the individual jokes from ten individual writers.


People were very proprietary. Certain writers always worked with Lewis. Certain writers always worked with Frank DeCaro. They felt like it was their segment, and that Jon and myself shouldn’t have any real say over them. And Jon was like, “No. It’s The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, and anything that’s going on the air is going through me.”


ALLISON SILVERMAN


Well, Ben hired me, so he obviously had a very sharp eye for talent. I think Ben is very funny. I think Ben has a really strong point of view about stuff, and a lot of times with the stories, he’d find where the outrage lies in this story, or, “This is the passion about this topic.”


I felt like what Jon and Ben were looking for was something I was interested in writing, so I didn’t really have much of a problem. But there was tension for sure, especially for people who had been there before Ben and Jon arrived.


STEW BAILEY


There was a drive to Jon on The Daily Show that he didn’t have on his old MTV show. I think he was happy to have a show the first time around: “Hey, that’s my name on the show.” Not that he didn’t work hard. But having had a show canceled, there was a responsibility to make this one work.


His attitude was, “I’m going for it on this one. I’m going to leave it all on the table.” And Jon would come early, he would stay late. We would work on weekends. There wasn’t any half-assing. He wouldn’t let you off the hook.


ERIC DRYSDALE


During my first several weeks on the show there was definitely a lot of pot around. Maybe the first several months. I won’t say which executive producer got me high on my first day before five in the afternoon, but yeah, it happened.


And it wasn’t unusual to get some kind of afternoon assignment, be done at 4:00, and go home. That stopped happening very shortly. And I think that it was just Jon putting his foot down. It’s fine to leave at 4:00, go up to the roof, and get high, having written two minutes on the guy with the longest fingernails in the world. But Jon had higher aspirations for all of us.


JAMES PONIEWOZIK


They realized in 2000 that actually engaging with elements in politics that people really cared about and got animated about was a more powerful fuel for the show, as opposed to the show being what it was earlier, more sort of a parody of newscasts. “Indecision 2000” is the point at which you see The Daily Show moving from parody to satire.


LIZZ WINSTEAD


Instead of Jon playing a character—the news anchor, one of the derelicts in a derelict world of media—Jon made a creative decision to take the show in the direction of the correspondents presenting the idiocy, and then Jon is the person who calls out the idiocy with the eloquence that the viewer wishes they had. And he did it in a way that’s not condescending, it’s not smug. It’s funny, it’s emotional, it’s calling out bullshit. So Jon became the voice of the audience.


JON STEWART


We learned there was only so much you could do with three white guys and a green screen—and that was the show for a long time. For the 2000 campaign, we very much wanted to find somebody who could speak from a position of authority, not a position of outside ridicule. This was all about establishing various tributaries, so that you don’t have to go to the same well.


Bob Dole was our opportunity. We hired him for, I think, six to eight appearances. You had a guy who had run for president, and not in the distant past, and this was our presidential campaign coverage. The idea was sort of Statler and Waldorf, if Statler actually had been an actor for a long time, then had lost his show and now he’s up in the booth. And Dole turned out to have a great wit. He knew how to deliver a good line, and he was open, and he was not political. It gave us an authority that we shouldn’t have had. Dole helped us understand that this is a more intricate and interesting game.


MICHELE GANELESS


The next step was sending the show to the conventions. It was an investment for the network. It was huge.


BEN KARLIN


Well, for the Republican convention, in Philadelphia, we were staying in the dorms at the University of Pennsylvania, because all the hotels were full. It was summer camp and we’re all putting on this show.



JON STEWART


Jackie McTigue, the show’s security guy, was my roommate in the Penn dorm. The best guy in the world. Old school cop: “I was up at a gin joint in the Bronx…” He’d tuck me in every night: “You want a little nip before bed, kid?” And we’d have a nip and tell stories, and I fucking loved it. We had a ball.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


We didn’t have press credentials, but the Republicans would let us into the arena for forty-five minutes, so we’d run correspondents in and shoot for seven minutes at a time—go, go, go!


NANCY WALLS CARELL


They had me sidle up to the back of Wolf Blitzer and kind of repeat everything he was saying, but it was like a game of telephone. At that point I had never heard of Condoleezza Rice, so it was easy to mess her name up. Blitzer was playing along in that one. He was a really good sport.




Jon Stewart: [at RNC anchor desk] We’re going to check back in one more time with Nancy Walls, she’s live at the First Union convention center. Nancy, we’re in the home stretch here, you’ve been there all week, what’s your analysis?


Nancy Walls: [with graphic identifying her as SENIOR POLITICAL CHIEF CORRESPONDENT] My analysis? Oh. I thought you were going to be asking—[ looks over right shoulder]—me about… my… analysis. [backs up out of frame]


Jon Stewart: Nancy? Did we lose Nancy down there? Nancy?


Wolf Blitzer: [looking off to left side of screen and confidently addressing a CNN camera] This convention has really energized a lot of these Republicans.


Nancy Walls: [standing shoulder to shoulder with Blitzer and haltingly addressing Daily Show camera while too obviously trying to listen to Blitzer] Jon, here at this convention there’s a lot of… energy in these Republicans.


Wolf Blitzer: It’s a new Republican Party. Because they’re showing a new face of the Republican Party.


Nancy Walls: These Republicans have many faces.


Wolf Blitzer: It’s not the old Republican Party.


Nancy Walls: It’s the old Republican Party.


Wolf Blitzer: Not the old Republican Party of Newt Gingrich, Tom DeLay, Dick Armey.


Nancy Walls: It’s not the old Republican Party of… Tom Gingrich… Dick and his army.


Wolf Blitzer: This new Republican Party is the party of Colin Powell, Condoleezza Rice.


Nancy Walls: Conda—Consuela Gonzalez.


Wolf Blitzer: Minorities. There’s even a gay Republican congressman from Arizona who addressed this convention.


Nancy Walls: And gay people. A lot of gay people, Jon.


Jon Stewart: Well, that’s interesting, Nancy. Thank you.


Wolf Blitzer: For now, I’m Wolf Blitzer in Philadelphia.


Nancy Walls: I’m just—Wolf Blitzer.


Wolf Blitzer: Back to you, Bernie and Judy.


Nancy Walls: Back to you, Bernie.





MADELEINE SMITHBERG


On day two I said, “Why don’t we just use our forty-five minutes putting a cameraman and a producer inside the arena and get lock-off [stock background footage], then we can use a green screen and do all the bits we want at our leisure and we can pretend that we’re on the floor and nobody will ever know the difference?” And that changed The Daily Show forever, because now we could do two sketches with the correspondents in act one. And I will take full and 100 percent credit for that.


JON STEWART


This was a great stage, the conventions. We’d all been sitting around noodling in the studio, and then you went to the conventions and said, “Oh shit, we could really make a meal of this.”


BEN KARLIN


There was a moment, a Carell-on-the-convention-floor moment, where he just played it in the pauses, the huge disbelief of where he was and what was happening. And it felt like: “This is the show. This is the show. You can totally feel it.”



JON STEWART


If you notice in the 2000 coverage everything is done on a street, running. Everything looks like ambush journalism. I climbed a fence for one piece at the Republican convention. There was no other way to do it, and back then security was not as tight. It was a different era.


You look back and you realize you squandered a lot of opportunities. But there was a certain charm to it, and I remember at the time a grand excitement about it, because you couldn’t believe “Peter Jennings is going to talk to me, holy shit!” At that point we still felt a certain deference. Which we were quickly relieved of.


As much fun—and as practically necessary—as the guerrilla pieces were, the Philadelphia excursion also included a semiscripted piece that was an important step in The Daily Show finding a structure and a point of view with which to frame jokes.


DAVID JAVERBAUM


The Shadow Convention was a group of very angry liberal people who were protesting very legitimate issues. I think it was my idea to say, “Well, why don’t we just treat these people in a mock way, like they’re a bunch of crazy idiots? You have to understand the unreliable narrator—the joke’s on us because we’re actually the assholes. We’re making fun of society for treating them like assholes.” That front became a thing that we often did.




Stephen Colbert: [at anchor desk with Jon Stewart] I found one event that was happening a little bit aways from the hustle and bustle of the convention center called the Shadow Convention. Featuring such wacky characters as Senator John McCain and the Reverend Jesse Jackson. [holds up poster] You know, it was such a chucklefest that it prompted even the normally reserved Bob Novak to make this comment on CNN’s Capital Gang:


Bob Novak: [in video clip, on CNN set overlooking Republican convention floor, voice dripping with disdain] “What in the world John McCain was doing at that nutbag convention I don’t know, but Arianna Huffington asked him to go and I guess he did!” [fellow panelists guffaw]


Stephen Colbert: [laughing both sympathetically and sarcastically] You know, with a teaser like that, I just had to go check these crazy kids out.


[Video clip begins, shows tables of literature]


Stephen Colbert: [voice-over] “As an alternative to the main convention, the Shadow Convention deals with issues that are, to say the least, not mainstream!” [shot of pamphlet reading, “Working to End Hunger”] “But were the Shadow Conventioneers as funny as I’d been led to believe?”


Woman Wearing Shadow Convention Badge: “Right now, more than three million children are suffering from hunger.”


Stephen Colbert: “That’s hilarious!” [woman, stunned, raises eyebrows] “Some of their ideas are absolutely whack-job nut-case!” [walks by display on high U.S. infant mortality rates while sucking on red, white, and blue popsicle]


Different Woman Conventioneer: “Wealth is power, and the top 1 percent of the population has more money than the bottom 95 percent combined.” [Colbert blows kazoo]


Stephen Colbert: [voice-over, as video shows Republican delegates dancing in the aisles and wearing elephant headgear] “So if you get tired of the substantive issues being debated by the Republicans, head on over to the Shadow Convention. But don’t forget your rubber underwear, because you’re gonna laugh ’til you pee!”


Jon Stewart: [at anchor desk, looking bewildered] Stephen, I have to say, it seemed like the Shadow Convention was the only thing here addressing real issues in a serious and meaningful way.


Stephen Colbert: [smiling, cheery, and clueless] Thanks Jon, it was a lot of fun to do!





ERIC DRYSDALE


Colbert would sit in the lounge with a bunch of writers around him and call the Dianetics hotline. And he’s so good at remembering key words that he can pretend he knows what he’s talking about, about Scientology for minutes and minutes and minutes. And he would have these very entertaining, very in-depth conversations with people about his norms and his, whatever it is, thetans.


JON STEWART


What we were also learning is that Colbert has a verbal equity that is second to none, and so, you could stuff ten pounds of shit into a two-pound sentence and he would Baryshnikov his way through it. Stephen has an agility, verbally, that’s unmatched.




Jon Stewart: [at RNC anchor desk] Now Stephen Colbert, our intrepid reporter, he’s been down on the convention floor all week for us, filing wonderful reports. Stephen, let’s go to him now. Stephen, now that the convention’s over, can you tell me, what’s your overall sense of the mood down on the convention floor? How did it feel to be there last night, during the speech?


Stephen Colbert: [with graphic identifying him as SENIOR FLOOR CORRESPONDENT] Well, Jon, as a journalist, I have to maintain my objectivity, but I would say the feeling down here was one of pervasive and palpable evil. A thick, demonic stench that rolls over you and clings like hot black tar. A nightmare from which you cannot awaken. A nameless fear that lives in the dark spaces beyond your peripheral vision and drives you toward inhuman cruelties and unspeakable perversions. The delegates’ bloated, pustulant bodies twisting from one obscene form to another. Giant spider shapes and ravenous wolf-headed creatures who feast on the flesh of the innocent and suck the marrow from the bones of the poor. And all of them driven like goats to the slaughter by their infernal masters on the podium, known by many names: Beelzebub, Baalzebul, Mammon, Abaddon, Feratis, Asmodeus, Satan, Lucifer, Nick, Old Scratch, the Ancient Enemy, and He Who Must Not Be Named. This is Hell, Jon, where the damned languish forever in a black flame that gives no heat, sheds no light, yet consumes the flesh forever and will not go out. Jon?





MO ROCCA


Comedy Central threw a party during the convention, and Jon walked in and was mobbed by reporters. I remember going, “Oh, this is a sea change.”


DAVID JAVERBAUM


The best thing to come out of the 2000 Republican National Convention? I met my wife in Philadelphia. She was working for the Comedy Central website. I was smitten immediately, and here we are fifteen years later, and we have a family and two kids.



J. R. HAVLAN


Philly, we were in dorms, and we were away from everything else, but in LA there was debauchery. Now I’m implicating everyone in my own drinking pattern during the LA convention.


NANCY WALLS CARELL


You know, I think I’m most proud of the stuff we did at the conventions, and that was so much on the fly. They’d say, “Get down there on the convention floor. You have five minutes.” There was one where my producer wanted me to imitate a Jewish lady talking about, oh my God, now I forget his name. He was the vice presidential candidate. [Joe] Lieberman! And I was supposed to talk like a proud Jewish grandma. Jon called me in later and he said, “Have you ever actually met a Jewish person?” And they used the clip, I think, as a “Moment of Zen” because I sounded like a vampire. Like Dracula.


STEVE CARELL


It was one of Jon’s favorite things.


NANCY WALLS CARELL


I was pretty white.


STEW BAILEY


We did a piece where the idea was that when Al Gore picked Joe Lieberman, the media was making a big deal about this being the first Jewish candidate on a major party ticket. They’re acting like there aren’t other Jewish people in government, in terms of the novelty of Lieberman, so let’s just pretend we’ve never seen ethnic people in our life.


So we would find people who looked obviously ethnic in any possible way and chase them down saying, “Senator Lieberman! Senator Lieberman!” So it’s a Sikh, it’s a woman wearing traditional Indian garb, it’s a Native American.


At one point Colbert says, “I’ve got something. You guys follow me.” So we run like crazy. He taps this guy on the shoulder and the guy turns around and it’s James Woods. Stephen acts like he’s kind of disappointed and says, “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were James Woods.” James Woods says, “I am. I am James Woods.” And Stephen says “Yeah, nice try, buddy.” Then Stephen walks off and the camera stays on James Woods, and he looks so confused.


Anytime you start one of these pieces, you’ve got to ground it in reality and then you can take it to Crazytown. When we’re telling James Woods that he’s a bad James Woods impersonator, I believe we’ve pulled into Crazytown.


BEN KARLIN


Philadelphia was a real triumph for us, and Los Angeles was really challenging. The reason why Los Angeles was a shit show was partially Madeleine’s fault, as executive producer of the show. It was probably partially my fault for not organizing the writers better. Some of it was that Philadelphia was such a triumph that this felt like failure, even though it wasn’t.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


The problem with the Democratic convention was there was no evil. For the Daily Show to really function, you’re calling out hypocrisy and bad behavior. Here it was teachers and the unions and legalized pot and no death penalty and increase the minimum wage. And you’re just like, “Where’s the fucking funny?” And because of the time difference and nothing happens before four at the convention, we were in a really fucked-up production schedule. It was a mess.


BEN KARLIN


Jon very rarely, for a guy in that position, very rarely lost his cool, and I think everyone including Jon lost their cool in Los Angeles.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


Jon felt like the stories we had selected were lazy, and the last day of the convention his point was “Look at all the stories that we’re not covering.”


BEN KARLIN


Madeleine and I were in Jon’s office and a script was thrown out of frustration. I would not say that Jon threw the script at her head. My recollection, and I can’t stress enough how shaky my memory is, is that a script was thrown. If I was in a court of law, a script was thrown in frustration. Was it down on the ground, was it on the wall? From where I was standing in that room, I could not say that it was thrown at her.



JON STEWART


The LA convention was a disaster. Based on administrative stuff, and so I was upset with it. I was in a room with Madeleine and Ben, and I did slam a paper down on a desk. Not a desk she was sitting at. She was not in the vicinity of it, but I did slam something on a desk.


MADELEINE SMITHBERG


Jon threw a newspaper at my face, and then he apologized to me at the party that night.


JON STEWART


Nobody threw anything at her face.


Despite the squabbling, The Daily Show’s 2000 convention coverage left a vivid, positive impression, particularly within political and media circles.


BOB KERREY, U.S. senator, Nebraska, 1989–2001; candidate for 1992 Democratic presidential nomination



The first time I appeared on the show was in 2000, at the Democratic convention in Los Angeles. I believed then and I believe now that when it comes to things going on in America, the most honest people are the comedians. Jon had quite the reputation of actually doing the work on issues. You didn’t go on with Stewart and you didn’t go on with Imus and later you didn’t go on with Colbert unless you were prepared.


JON STEWART


The real revelation for the show, covering the 2000 campaign, was that before everything that happens publicly in politics there’s a meeting—so what’s that meeting? That’s what’s interesting. It always struck me as, “We’re always covering the wrong thing. We’re always covering the appearance, but we’re never covering that meeting.” When you watch that pack of cameras follow a presidential candidate, you go, “That’s not interesting. What’s interesting is to stand behind them and watch that,” because then you learn a little bit about the process.


That’s when the idea of deconstructing the process came to the fore of how we were going to make the show. Before, it was just we were making jokes. Some of them were insightful, some of them were not. The show came to exist in the space between what they’re telling you in public and the meeting that they had where they decided to do it that way. Seeing that was the a-ha of “That’s the show.”


BEN KARLIN


There happened to have been a very big and interesting contrast in those candidates, Bush and Gore. It happened to really put on display, in a very stark way, how the nation was split ideologically. These weren’t two technocrats. The personality difference, the style differences, the qualitative differences between Bush and Gore made for outstanding television.


It also made for an election night, on November 7, 2000, that was as tense and strange as it was funny. The Daily Show did a special live one-hour broadcast, complete with indecipherable but colorful maps just like the networks, and—very much unlike the networks—Colbert sitting at a low-tech “analysis desk” that featured a bank of red phones and consoles that looked like something out of a high school production of Star Trek. The opening of the show both set the tone for the next eight years of Daily Show satire and proved prescient about the political mood to come.




Jon Stewart: [at Indecision 2000 anchor desk] Senior analyst Stephen Colbert will be joining us all night in the studio, dissecting the results as they come in. Stephen? What do you have for us? What’s the word?


Stephen Colbert: [turning away from some important-looking monitors] Well, Jon, of course this year is the closest race since 1960, when the young John Fitzgerald Kennedy battled it out with Richard Milhous Nixon, winning by the slightest of margins and ushering in an era of untold promise, hope, and enthusiasm. Of course, an assassin’s bullet ended all that. Jon?


Jon Stewart: Uh, Stephen, are you seeing parallels with tonight’s election? A country flush with prosperity, two young, energetic candidates, perhaps ready to lead us back to Camelot?


Stephen Colbert: No, I’m getting more of a ’Nam vibe—you know, unwinnable wars, an inescapable downward spiral, chaos in the streets, that sort of thing. But you know, the night’s still early. Be here ’til eleven!





MADELEINE SMITHBERG


The cool thing was that we really built The Daily Show as a news-gathering organization. We had footage deals. We had feeds. We started collecting B-roll. So we plotted our live election night special much as you would if you were an actual news-gathering organization. But we have to have a joke for whatever happened in every state. We had it all laid out on blue cards and in between commercial breaks we would assess where we were. That night felt like I was the pilot of a 747 in horrible turbulence and thunder and lightning and the bathrooms were broken, but it was really fun.


ERIC DRYSDALE


I remember at about midnight, D.J. coming in, walking up and down the hallway saying, “They haven’t called Florida yet, they haven’t called Florida yet.” And it was the first time I remember getting that feeling like, “Oh, this is terrible, and this is great,” which is a feeling I had over and over for the next ten years: “It’s a war—terrible! But it’s great for the show!”




OEBPS/images/9781455565351.jpg
SHOW

(THE BOOK)

AN
ORAL HISTORY

as Told by FJon Stewart, the Correspondents, Staff and Guests

CHRIS SMITH rorEworDp BY JON STEWART






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE
DAILYSHOW

(THE BOOK)

AN
ORAL HISTORY

As Told by Jon Stewart, the Correspondents, Staff and Guests

CHRIS SMITH
FOREWORD BY JON STEWART

G

C

GRAND CENTRAL
PUBLISHING

NEW YORK BOSTON





